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A Short Story from Waffles and her Friends 
by 
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When Duke, the Gigantic Great Dane, first came to stay with us little did we 
know what we were getting ourselves into. A massive dog he was, the size of a pony, 
with a distinct if affable will of his own, a loyalty that did not falter, an intelligence to 
match, and the happy knack of ingratiating himself into the family as though he had 
been born there. But, to say the least, he was difficult. It wasn’t that he wasn’t willing 
to conform to the general idea of pet behavior. It was more that the need to conform 
didn’t disturb him one way or the other. He would oblige us when it suited him, like 
eating his meals, or coming in when we opened the door he was standing at, but he 
didn’t seem to find it necessary to conform to any normally expected canine 
behavior. 

So how did he come to live with us anyway and didn’t stay in the kennels like 
the other boarders? Well, we had these friends who lived in a little village about 25 
miles away. I'm sure they didn’t realize what it was going to lead to, but they had to 
leave for a couple of years, and they asked us if we could board Duke in the kennels 
while they were away. A simple request, they thought, an ideal solution. They were 
prepared to pay, even if we were friends. But we were not so keen. Boarding any 
dog in kennels for more than a few weeks, or perhaps a couple of months, is not a 



good thing. No one wants to spend a couple of months in jail, even if the jail has all 
the conveniences of home except for liberty, and the food is pretty good. On top of 
that, just to consider keeping a gigantic Great Dane in kennels is enough to 
overwhelm any kennel operator. To keep Duke in the house would be difficult 
enough, but to keep him in a kennel would be not only a Herculean task, complete 
with Augean stables, but also be a penalty for a dog of that size which would before 
long send him into oblivion. So we made a compromise. We would look after Duke, 
as a paying guest, so to speak, but not in the kennels. Duke would have to be one of 
us, and live in the house with Scamper the Impossible Beagle, Waffles the Mighty 
Dachshund, and Brandy The Big Beautiful Golden Retriever. Our friends would just 
have to take the consequences, because when they came back Duke would no longer 
be their dog, even if he ever was. As a matter of fact, I don=t think they viewed that 
outcome with any great dismay. Trying to look after Duke in a suburban-style house 
is not the easiest thing even under the best of circumstances. 

So Duke came to live with us in our old stone farm house, and in a manner of 
speaking he became our dog. At least we thought so. Duke, I think, had other ideas, 
which he made pretty clear in the first few weeks. He might never really have been 
our friends= dog, but he wasn’t our dog either. He was his own dog. 

It was Julie, actually, who had the greatest problem in that regard. As any 
good wife knows, the household was her domain, and what went on there had to 
conform to her idea of propriety. The other dogs knew that. They would lie down 
when she said 'Lie down!’. They would sit when she said 'Sit!, and in general they 
would act as any well trained house dog should. But Duke! He didn’t seem to know 
how house dogs should behave. He would lie down when it occurred to him, and 



take up most of the floor when he did so, and he would sit at his convenience, 
looking aggrieved if anyone tried to push him out of the way. In fact he did more or 
less as he pleased. But who was going to argue with him? He was too big and too 
good natured to be forced to do anything. However, he wasn’t a bad dog. He wasn’t 
an aggressive dog. He never growled. He never snarled, and never, never, never, 
would he think of biting anyone, or even biting one of the other dogs, which was 
probably just as well. One large bite and Waffles would be gone. So Duke just 
amiably existed, for his own obscure purposes, and wasn’t in any way disturbed by 
what went on around him. However, after Julie for the third time had told him to go 
and lie down when she was baking or something, or to come when she wanted him 
and he had just blithely ignored her, she turned to me and said: 

'You’ve got to do something about that dog! It can’t go on like this! I tell you, 
I'm going to go to the vet and get him fixed, or something!’ 

Now when Julie gets like that I’ve got to do something, so I went and found 
the long training leash, and the big heavy collar, and I put the collar and leash on 
Duke and he graciously followed me outside, thinking Lord knows what kind of 
friendly thoughts. We walked to the big flat lawn at the back of the farmhouse. 

Duke looked hopefully at me, clearly expecting something to eat. I looked at him 
with chill in my eyes, tugged downwards on the leash and said to him in my best bad 
dog voice: 

‘Duke! Sit!’ 

Duke looked mildly surprised and sat down, staring up at me amiably, his tail 
swishing gently across the grass. I was a little taken aback, but I stepped a few paces 



backwards letting the leash slide through my hands. I jerked it a little and said: 

‘Duke! Come!’ 

Duke came and sat down in front of me as any well trained dog should, 
looking as though he couldn’t understand what sort of nonsense was going on. I 
slipped the leash off his collar, and said with a hand gesture: @Duke! Stay!@, and 
walked away from him. Duke stayed, seemingly unimpressed. I walked still further 
away and Duke continued to stay, as though this were his primary objective in life. 

I ran into the house. 

‘Julie!’ I yelled. 'What do you mean he won’t do anything for you!. He’s fully 
trained, I'm telling you! He’s just ornery!’ 

Julie came out, prepared to do battle. Duke was still sitting where I had left 

him. 

‘Duke!’ she said. ‘Come!’ 

Duke looked at her agreeably and swished his tail over the grass again. He 
didn’t move. 

I looked at him and looked at her, a little upset that my prodigy wasn’t 
behaving. 

‘Duke,’ I said, bad dog voice and all. 'Come!' 

Duke ambled over and sat down in front of me, expectantly. 

‘I don’t know’, I said doubtfully, looking warily at Julie. 'Maybe he’s been 
trained only to men’s voices.' 

And that’s the way it went. Duke blithely ignored Julie except when it 
suited him, but answered my every command. Not that I had any more charismatic 



dog control than she had. Duke just didn’t understand who was the boss. Or maybe 
he did but didn’t want to encourage it! 

So eventually we came to recognize that Duke was just Duke and you 
organized your life accordingly. And whereas up until then he hadn’t been allowed 
out except on the leash, now he went out when it suited him and wandered around 
the property at his leisure, and even down to the creek, coming back when it was 
convenient, for meals or socializing. 

Except for one day! 

I remember that day like you remember a bad dream. I was in the office, 
working on some research paper or something when the phone rang. 

'Duke’s gone!’ said Julie 

'What d’you mean, gone?’ I said, uncomprehending. 

‘He’s disappeared! He ambled out this morning, and I haven’t seen him since. 
He’s not in the house, and he’s not outside. I've been all around, round the house, 
round the kennels and in the barn and in the shed, and everywhere, and I've called 
and I’ve called, and I can’t find him anywhere.’ The panic was beginning to rise in 
her voice. 

‘OK’, I said. 'Take it easy. I'll be back as soon as I can get away.’ 

It was nearly an hour before I got back to the kennels. Julie was still looking 
for him and still upset. I searched the entire property, all along the creek to the river 
before I finally got the car out and began to search the back roads and query the 
people at the neighboring farms. No one had seen Duke, although they all knew him. 

‘I guess we’d better call the police,’, I said. So we called the police, and the 



local radio stations, and the vets and the animal shelter, and everyone we could 
think of, but Duke hadn’t left a trace. 

We went off to bed that night with heavy hearts, not only because we had 
come to love Duke and all his wayward behavior, but also with worry about the 
responsibility we had to his real owners. The next day was Saturday. I searched 
again, but no Duke, and we resigned ourselves to the fact that big as he was he had 
disappeared. He couldn’t have been stolen. He was too big. He might have been shot 
as a predator, we thought, unhappily, or maybe he was injured somewhere, but 
surely someone would have reported him. 

And then, Sunday morning, as I was coming sleepily down the stairs I looked 
through the glass panel of the front door. Away at the foot of the driveway, or the 
lane, as the locals called it, six hundred feet away, I saw a vague shape. I jumped 
down the last few stairs and opened the door. It was Duke all right, a strange looking 
Duke, tail down, head and neck drooping, limping heavily as he tried to walk. I called 
but there was no sign that he had even heard me. I grabbed my shoes and ran, 
pajama shorts and no top. As I reached him he appeared to collapse, and folded into 
a non-responding lump. He didn’t even raise his head, but he looked at me with 
these huge brown eyes, and I think there was gratitude in them. I cradled his head 
and fondled him, if one can really fondle a dog that size. He seemed to recover a bit 
and I told him to stay and ran to get the truck. 

We finally got him into the house where he collapsed on the carpet. Julie fed 
him milk from a spoon and bathed his bleeding feet. Waffles licked his nose. He lay 
there blissfully accepting all the attention, but every now and then as he lay there, 



he would raise his head slightly, heave a gigantic sigh, and then (Julie is almost sure 
of it to this day), with more little sighs, seemed to say, either to himself or to her: 

'Omigod! What an idiot! What a fool! What was I thinking of! I'll never do that 
again! I’m telling you! I'll never do that again!’ 

He slept for 24 hours, occasionally raising his head to drink from the bowl of 
milk beside him, before he staggered to his feet and resumed what I’m sure he now 
realized was his rightful place. 

It was some time later, maybe a couple of weeks, before I was back in our 
friends’ village. I bumped into two friends of theirs, two elderly ladies. 

‘Hi!’ they said. 'How’re things doing? You’re the one who’s keeping Duke, 
aren’t you?’ 

‘Sure’, I answered. ‘Sure, we’ve still got Duke’ 

‘That’s strange!’ one of them went on. 'I could have sworn I saw him here a 
few weeks ago. But I guess it couldn’t have been. There could only be one Duke, 
couldn’t there?’ 


Oh yes!’ I said with feeling. 'There could only be one Duke!’ 



